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Sustaining Heritage: Viewing Heritage through a Sustainability Lens 

 

1.  The Heritage and Sustainability Nexus   

There is a natural nexus existing between natural and cultural heritage, and at this point sits 

sustainability. Since the emergence of Australian heritage legislation in the 1970s following 

the Green Bans movement, the management of both natural and cultural heritage has been 

embedded within environment departments at local, state and national level, recognising the 

significant relationship that exists between humans and the natural environment, and their 

management of it. However, with specialization, the gap between these fields, and in 

particular between cultural heritage and sustainability, has been widening, to such an extent 

that this relationship often fails to be fully recognised. Even though the fields may have the 

same objective of conserving and sustaining our inheritance for future generations, the special 

languages and terminology that have developed in each have contributed to this disconnect. In 

order to reconnect and maintain its relevance, heritage practice needs to evolve with 

environmental management and sustainability practice and develop a common understanding 

and language.  

 

There is an expanding body of literature that successfully justifies the retention of existing 

buildings and cultural heritage places as sustainable practice. However, the focus generally 

has been limited to energy efficiency. The language used by heritage professionals to discuss 

other areas of sustainability is sometimes difficult for sustainability practitioners to 

understand. In order to gain support and acceptance in the field of sustainability, the heritage 

community must lead the way in forging a common language and mutually agreeable 

objectives that promote the recognition, retention, adaptation and use of heritage places as 

sustainable practice.  
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The focus of government policy and building legislation on energy efficiency is of concern to 

heritage professionals as it is only addresses one aspect of sustainability and, if applied 

without proper consideration of a building’s other values, can impact negatively on heritage 

places and their significant fabric. When considering all the pillars of sustainability 

(environmental, economic, social and cultural), there are many aspects of heritage practice 

that can make a very positive and recognisable contribution to the sustainable adaptation of 

heritage buildings.   

 

This paper examines heritage values, principles and practices as expressed in the Burra 

Charter, against key sustainability values, principles and practices.  By interpreting heritage 

conservation using sustainability terminology it endeavours to provide a common language 

that can be used to promote the appropriate conservation and adaptation of our existing 

buildings as sustainable practice and provide our cultural heritage with a bright and 

sustainable future.   

 

2.  The Sustainability Challenge  

The World Commission on Environment and Development, when describing sustainable 

development, states that: 

Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs. (Bruntland1987: 3.27). 

 

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) focuses on the conservation 

of the natural environment and biodiversity (our natural inheritance), recognizing that these 

are essential for human well-being. The elements—‘ecosystems, genes and species—sustain 

the life support systems of this planet’ and must be conserved to ensure our future survival 

(IUCN 2013).  
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Similarly, the Burra Charter recognises the importance of conserving our cultural inheritance, 

which is also essential to human well-being. Cultural heritage (both tangible and intangible) 

provides people with a deep sense of identity and connection—between community and 

landscape, and between past and present (Australia ICOMOS 2013: 1). It also teaches us 

about resilience, adaptation and survival.  In the same way that we manage our natural 

resources, such as forests and waterways, we must also manage our heritage places as cultural 

resources for future generations.    

 

3.  Pillars of Sustainability  

There are four recognised pillars of sustainability. These include:  

• Environmental sustainability, which includes such aspects as energy consumption, 

resource depletion, production of waste, environmental degradation, loss of 

biodiversity and climate change;  

• Economic sustainability, which includes such issues as income generation, economic 

viability, affordability, life cycle costings, and local versus global sourcing;  

• Social sustainability, which may include consideration of social connectivity, 

participation and citizenship, access to education and health, access for the aged and 

disabled, gender and race equality, occupational safety and healthy living 

environments; and  

• Cultural sustainability, the most recent to be added to this group, which includes such 

aspects as cultural identity and diversity, connectivity between people and place, 

cultural practices and beliefs, art and literature, technology and scientific 

developments, and the intergenerational transfer of knowledge and skills.  
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4.  Cultural Heritage Values and Sustainability  

When we assess the cultural heritage values of a place we assess its aesthetic, historic, 

scientific, social and spiritual values, which may be embodied in its fabric, setting, use, 

associations, meanings and related objects, records and places. We also recognise that places 

may have a range of values for different individuals or groups (Australia ICOMOS 2013: 

Article 1.2). Thus the connection between cultural heritage conservation and cultural 

sustainability is clearly evident. But like social sustainability, it is rarely discussed in relation 

to the sustainable use, adaptation and development of buildings and places.   

 

Existing buildings and places, however, have more than cultural heritage values. They also 

have values that enable them to contribute environmentally, economically and socially to a 

more sustainable future. These values may include the material resource that is embedded 

within them, their design that responds to climate and place, their durability and adaptability, 

the knowledge and skills used to create them, the richness and diversity they contribute to the 

built environment in which people live, and their contribution to the life of communities.  

 

5.  Burra Charter Principles and Sustainability  

Burra Charter principles and processes for the conservation and management of places of 

cultural heritage significance are highly compatible with sustainability principles.   

The Burra Charter approach of ‘doing as much as necessary to care for the place and to make 

it useable, but otherwise changing it as little as possible’ (Australia ICOMOS 2013: 1) is 

highly compatible with the environmental principle of conserving scarce resources and 

minimising waste. It also allows places to adapt and change so that they may have a viable 

future, contributing to their economic sustainability, whilst recognising the importance of 

sustaining their cultural heritage values.  This supports cultural and social sustainability. 
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The Burra Charter principles of taking into consideration ‘all aspects of cultural and natural 

significance without unwarranted emphasis on any one value at the expense of others’ 

(Australia ICOMOS 2013: Article 5.1), and ensuring that people with significant associations 

with a place participate in its conservation and interpretation (Australia ICOMOS 2013: 

Article 12) are highly compatible with the principles of conserving cultural identity and 

diversity and maintaining connections between people and places, key tenants of cultural and 

social sustainability. 

 

The conservation, maintenance, use and reuse of buildings give them extended lives. This is 

consistent with the environmental principle of ‘redux’, meaning ‘to bring back or restore’ 

(Walker in Chapman and Gant 2007: 19-47). It supports the adage of ‘refuse, reduce, reuse, 

recycle’ and truncates the lineal ‘cradle to grave’ approach to the design and construction of 

buildings, diverting it to a more cyclical ‘cradle to cradle’ approach as promoted by 

McDonough and Braungart (2002).  

 

The cautious approach of respecting the existing fabric and managing change in a way that is 

reversible (Australia ICOMOS 2013: Article 15.2) is consistent with the sustainable approach 

of designing for disassembly and reuse.  This not only reduces resource consumption and 

waste, but also promotes flexibility and adaptability, increasing the potential for ongoing and 

cyclical adaptive reuse. 

 

6.  The Burra Charter Process  

The Burra Charter sets out a clear process for identifying, understanding and managing 

cultural heritage places and their values (Australia ICOMOS 2013: Article 6). The process 

promotes the conservation of significant places by ensuring that cultural significance 

underpins all decisions made in relation to the management of those places, whilst at the same 
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time recognising that needs, resources, condition, external constraints and opportunities must 

also be addressed. In summary, it promotes the concept of fully understanding what you have 

before you change it, and then managing change in a way that respects and enhances the 

important values of the place. Thus, the Burra Charter process, although designed for the 

assessment and management of cultural heritage values, can also present us with a suitable 

methodology for better identifying, understanding and managing a place’s inherent 

sustainability values, whether these relate to environmental, economic, social or cultural 

sustainability. 

 

7.  Environmental Sustainability  

In Australia, sustainability legislation and marketing for the building and property industries 

focuses primarily on environmental aspects, but with a very narrow focus. Although it would 

seem obvious that the continued use and adaptation of an existing building would be far more 

environmentally sustainable in terms of minimising resource consumption and waste than 

replacing it with a new building, this is often overlooked as the general focus of star rating 

systems is on reducing operational energy consumption and promoting the use of certified 

products (which are almost always new). These rating systems favour new buildings 

specifically designed to meet their criteria. In the case of existing buildings, however, the 

emphasis on only one or two aspects of sustainability at the expense of others often sees the 

replacement of existing building fabric with new, as it is seen to lack value under these 

limited criteria.  

 

The successful adaptation of existing buildings requires proper assessment and understanding 

of their inherent sustainability values. In terms of environmental sustainability, this may 

include consideration of their resource value, as well as their climatic design value.  
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7.1  A valuable resource 

An existing building should be regarded as a valuable resource that embodies not only the 

energy consumed in its production, but also the materials that compose it and which already 

exist in a usable form (Crawford 2012: 7). The replacement of these not only involves the 

waste of the existing resource through demolition and disposal, but also the consumption of 

new resources with all the associated environmental impacts that this brings. As the materials 

of the existing building have already been sourced and processed, they should be credited 

with an inherent environmental value that reflects their resource replacement value. This 

assessment should consider the scarcity and local availability of the resource, and whether it 

is renewable, durable, repairable and fit for purpose giving a long life expectancy. Some 

timbers, stones and metals are no longer available due to their over-exploitation in the past.  

 

It must also be recognised that some materials may have negative environmental value 

because of their toxicity, impacting human and environmental health (eg. lead paint, 

asbestos).  

 

7.2  Technical and research value 

Gaining a good understanding of the way in which a building was designed to function in 

response to the local climate is essential to implementing effective energy efficiency 

improvements. Traditional architectural features such as verandahs, awnings and roof 

ventilators are usually recognised for their architectural or aesthetic value, but less often for 

their technical value in contributing to the climatic design of a building. Less obvious aspects 

of design, such as layout to facilitate good cross ventilation, is rarely identified in heritage 

assessments. Yet, the technical value of such features can be an important aspect of a 

building’s design and cultural heritage value, as well as its environmental sustainability value. 

Identification of these functional aspects of a building’s design can lead to more efficient and 

less intrusive energy efficiency upgrades that enhance rather than ignore or fight against 
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existing environmental systems (eg. ventilation and shading systems), and supplement them 

only as necessary (through installation of improved heating systems; insulation and seals).  

 

 
Figure 1:  Macquarie Street, Sydney, 1887, showing the use of external canvas awnings and venetian blinds on 

windows and verandahs for shade in the hot summer months (Source: Alan Sharpe, Pictorial Memories—Streets 

of Old Sydney, p111) 

 
Figure 2.  Former Lidcombe Hospital ward building, designed by the Government Architect, Walter Liberty 

Vernon, c1900. The building was designed with opposing operable windows and roof ventilators for maximum 

natural ventilation, and an encircling verandah for shade. (Source: GML Heritage, 2013) 
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7.3  The human factor 

The current approach of treating buildings as sealed envelopes regulated by mechanical 

means often conflicts with the more traditional climatic design approach in which buildings 

breathe and respond to the environment through the manual management of their systems by 

occupants (such as opening windows and closing curtains). Although high levels of 

technology and automated climate control systems can provide more consistent and 

comfortable internal environments, research has shown that even buildings with the highest 

star ratings for energy efficiency do not perform well when their occupants do not understand 

how to manage them, which is common (Hampton 2011; Roussac 2013).  

 

8.  Economic Sustainability  

8.1  Viable use 

As buildings become redundant, their future depends on finding viable new uses. It is well 

recognised that a place without a viable use will be neglected and fall into disrepair leading to 

its final demise. Thus, although continuation of the traditional occupation and use of a place is 

preferred, the Burra Charter accepts that adaptation may be required to accommodate the 

changing requirements of an existing use or a new use. A compatible use that respects the 

cultural significance of the place and minimises impacts on the heritage values and fabric of 

the place are encouraged (Australia ICOMOS 2013: Article 1.9, 1.11 and 7.2).  
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Figure 3:  Both locals and tourists gather for the food markets in Argyle Street in the heart of The Rocks, an 

extremely popular historic urban precinct in Sydney (Source: Catherine Forbes, 2014) 

 

8.2  Economic drivers 

For buildings to be reused, however, they must first be deemed to be worth keeping. For 

iconic sites and recognisable heritage precincts with tourism potential, the heritage values are 

often seen as generators of income contributing to the local economy through the provision of 

business and employment opportunities. Often the revitalisation of one or two buildings can 

trigger the regeneration of a whole precinct.  

 

8.3  Life Cycle Analysis 

But for less recognisable buildings, located on sites with high development potential, there is 

often a call to justify the retention of the existing buildings. Although they may have reuse 

potential, the cost of repair, upgrade, operation and maintenance is often measured against 

their replacement cost and potential to generate higher levels of income. But this equation 

focuses on short-term profitability and the options are not always assessed on equal terms. It 
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must be recognised that new buildings also require repair and maintenance over time, may not 

be designed with the same life expectancy or repair-ability as the buildings they replace and 

will also require upgrading in the future. Thus the accounting becomes cumulative. Many 

contemporary houses and commercial buildings are now designed with a life expectancy of 

only 25 to 40 years and commercial interiors with a life of about five years. 

 

In addition, many new elements may be poorly detailed, reducing their life expectancy, and 

not designed for disassembly and repair, requiring their replacement when they fail. In terms 

of economic sustainability, a full life cycle analysis that includes all construction, 

maintenance, operation, upgrade and end of life costs from cradle to grave should be 

undertaken (Crawford, 2012: 7). To these may be added the long-term environmental and 

health costs to the community as a whole. 

 

9.  Social Sustainability  

Social sustainability promotes the wellbeing of people and society combining the physical 

realm with the social world, promoting ‘infrastructure to support social and cultural life, 

social amenities, systems for citizen engagement and space for people and places to evolve’ 

(Woodcraft et al, 2012: 16). 

 

9.1  Community use 

Many heritage buildings and sites contribute to the life of communities directly through their 

functions in providing important community infrastructure (roads, railway stations, wharfs), 

community services (schools, courthouses, recreational and health facilities), meeting places 

(parks, cafes, public halls, places of worship), cultural facilities (art galleries, museums, 

libraries, theatres, zoos) and places of remembrance (cemeteries, memorials). All of these 

places facilitate the social sustainability of communities. 
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9.2  Commons  

Cultural heritage also contributes to the public realm generally, the streetscapes, urban 

commons and spaces in which people meet, socialize and live out their daily lives. It provides 

the setting, scale, texture, grain and sensory experiences, which contribute to the character of 

these spaces. When considered in the context of the people who occupy and interact within 

them, these places belong to the people and are in a sense a local common, even though the 

individual elements of which they are comprised may be privately owned.  

 

  
 

Figure 4:  Martin Place, a common, a place of meeting and remembrance for the people of Sydney (Source: 

Catherine Forbes, 2013). 
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Figure 5:  Protests have been ongoing for the public housing residents of Millers Point, who are being asked to 

relocate to other parts of Sydney by the government which is selling the properties, now regarded as highly 

valuable (Source: The Conversation, 2015) 

 

9.3  Affordability 

Hence, heritage conservation areas are identified as special and protected from incompatible 

development through the implementation of local environmental plans and development 

controls plans. This special recognition, designed to protect the cultural heritage values of an 

area, often leads to economic regeneration, but also gentrification. This can make these places 

no longer affordable to the people who previously occupied them. Thus, as people are forced 

to leave an area, they lose the social networks that supported them, compromising the social 

sustainability of the community. 

 

9.4  Participation 

In accordance with Burra Charter principles, social values are assessed as part of a place’s 

cultural heritage values. These values include the attachments that exist between people and 

places and the connectivity that these places provide within the community. The process of 

engagement with the people who inhabit these places is a critical aspect of achieving social 
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sustainability (Palich and Edmonds, 2013: 1) and is promoted by the Burra Charter to ensure 

that the people for whom the places have significant associations and meanings (social, 

spiritual or cultural) remain as active participants in their management (Australia ICOMOS 

2013: Articles 12 and 26.3). 

 

10.  Cultural Sustainability  

The primary purpose of cultural heritage conservation is to promote cultural sustainability. 

The Burra Charter recognises that places of cultural significance enrich people’s lives, often 

providing inspiration and a deep sense of connection to community and the environment. These 

places reflect the diversity of our communities and tell us about who we are by linking us to our 

past. They are seen as ‘irreplaceable and precious’. Therefore, places of cultural significance 

must be conserved for present and future generations (Australia ICOMOS 2013: 1). 

 

10.1  Cultural heritage values 

The Burra Charter promotes not only the protection of tangible elements (buildings, cultural 

landscapes, archaeological sites, objects, artworks, historical documents, technological 

developments, etc), but also the intangible (cultural practices, beliefs, meanings, associations, 

stories, knowledge and skills), recognizing that all contribute to maintenance of the rich 

cultural diversity that exists within our society. The charter also recognises that, although 

places may have different meanings to different communities and that sometimes these may 

be in conflict, all must be recognised, respected, encouraged and conserved with equity 

(Australia ICOMOS 2013: 1, Article 13). Thus, the heritage of one group should not be 

favoured over that of another.  

 

10.2  Interpretation 

The charter sets out clearly defined principles and processes to enable the proper assessment 

and management of all aspects of cultural heritage and thus cultural sustainability. In addition, 
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it identifies the role of interpretation in aiding intergenerational and intercultural 

understanding of the cultural inheritance, particularly through the use of place based stories to 

enhance understanding and enjoyment (Australia ICOMOS 2013: Article25).  

 

10.3  Traditional skills 

The Burra Charter promotes the use of local or traditional knowledge and skills. Traditional 

techniques and materials are preferred for the conservation of significant fabric (Australia 

ICOMOS 2013: Articles 1.17 and 4).2. However, due to the palette of materials and 

construction methods now used, many of the traditional trades are being lost through lack of 

use. This presents a serious long-term problem for the ongoing maintenance and sustainability 

of our culturally significant places.  

 

10.4  Traditional knowledge 

In addition, recognition of the knowledge built up over generations can provide valuable 

lessons in the sustainable management of the environment and adaptation to geographic and 

climatic conditions. This traditional knowledge contributes to community resilience and 

survival, and often includes ways of mitigating the risks from natural hazards. In the modern 

scientific world this knowledge is often not valued and ignored. 

 

11.  Need for Change   

The challenge of valuing existing buildings and heritage places using a full range of 

sustainability criteria is yet to be fully embraced.  

 

11.1  A Common Language  

In order to better communicate the role of heritage conservation as sustainable practice it is 

important that heritage can once again be viewed through the lens of sustainability. This 
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involves heritage practitioners understanding how cultural heritage addresses sustainability 

principles, and translating heritage practice into the language of sustainability. This means 

being able to identify sustainability values, principles and practices within the context of 

cultural heritage, and to translate heritage values, principles and practices into terms that can 

be understood in the context of sustainability. 

 

Thus, when considering environmental sustainability, we may think of fabric as a valuable 

resource and climatic design as having technical or research significance that contributes to 

our understanding of a place and how it addresses the local geographic and climatic context 

through the use of local materials and knowledge. 

 

When considering economic sustainability we need to understand and be able to communicate 

the importance of life cycle analysis in establishing long-term economic viability, as well as 

being able to highlight the long-term impacts of building upgrades or replacement on the 

environmental, social and cultural sustainability of a place and the community it supports. 

 

11.2  Reassessing values 

Thus heritage practitioners must develop skills in identifying and assigning values, both 

tangible or intangible, to those attributes of a place that contribute to its significance in 

providing a sustainable future for the community, not just culturally, but also socially, 

economically and environmentally. These values can then be recognised as part of the cultural 

heritage significance of the place. 

 

The Burra Charter already provides the framework and methodology to do this. Once 

sustainability values are adopted into our understanding and assessment of cultural heritage 

values, they can then be considered among the values that underpin decision making about the 
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future management of a place. When sustainability values are not recognised, no policies are 

put in place to protect it when demolition or adaptation is considered.  

 

11.3  Ratings Systems 

Sustainable development, whether involving new buildings or the adaptive reuse of existing 

buildings, is primarily influenced by ratings systems such as NABERS and Green Star. Some 

progress is starting to be made in recognising the contribution of cultural heritage to 

sustainability outcomes within these systems. In 2014, the Green Building Council of 

Australia made the positive step of launching an initiative entitled Culture, Heritage and 

Identity, which identifies the contribution that heritage places make to place making and 

community identity.  

 

There is still a need, however, for heritage practitioners to promote the value of heritage 

places in achieving sustainability goals both within government and industry bodies. To be 

effective in bringing about change, a common language must be used, one that is understood 

by all sectors—heritage, construction, design and sustainability.  

 

12.  Conclusion   

Sustainability is the long term goal of both natural and cultural heritage conservation.  

Therefore, the challenge for cultural heritage professionals is to reunite them by embracing 

and integrating sustainability values and principles into our understanding and practice of 

cultural heritage conservation. This paper has explored some of the intersections that exist 

between heritage and sustainability practice and suggested the development of a common 

language to enable a more open communication and greater integration of the two.  
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